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Abstract 
The aim of this study is to determine the effectiveness of peer teaching in improving communication skill at Universiti 
Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM). This longitudinal study was conducted among second year medical students as the subjects and 
peer teaching were carried out by year 4 medical students. The students were divided into 2 groups, group 1 had 3 PBL sessions 
facilitated by year 4 medical students at specific interval prior to their scheduled PBL, while group 2 did not received the peer
teaching session and served as a control group. At the end of each PBL, the students were evaluated by the facilitators on their
participation and communication skill. The students’ English proficiency was based on Malaysian University English Test 
(MUET) results. The results showed that communication skills of group 1 were better than control group in 2 out of 3 modules. 
The performances in group 1 were not significantly different from the whole class performance. There was no significant 
association (p=0.128) between MUET result and communication skills. We conclude that peer teaching is a potential learning 
strategy to improve communication skills among medical students.  
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer reviewed under responsibility of the UKM Teaching and Learning 
Congress 2011. 
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1. Introduction 
Peer teaching is an educational arrangement in which one student teaches one or more fellow students (Ten Cate 
& Durning, 2007a). Peer teaching is practiced enough to produce a substantial number of abstracts, but does not 
often lead to peer-reviewed journal articles (Ten Cate & Durning, 2007b). The effective way of learning is when one 
teaches others, it has been shown that planning to teach increase examination score by 43% as compared to baseline, 
and the score increases further when a candidate teaches the subject (Gregory et al 2011). Teaching skills is essential 
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in training of medical doctors as they are expected to teach junior doctors (Amorosa et al, 2011), and this skill is 
also important when performing patient education.   
Communication skills have great importance in the work area just as they have in all areas of life. For most of the 
professions, particularly the health profession, communication skills such as being able to express or to understand 
the others correctly are required for success and satisfaction at least in elementary level (Unalan et al. 2009). In 
health profession, the expectations of the public have been dramatically increased and the majority of them are 
familiar with their rights in the health care system [Haidet et al.2002]. Many studies have revealed that doctor’s 
interpersonal and communication skills posse great consequences on patient care, health outcome and health care 
quality (Salam et al, 2008). As a consequence, it is high priority that health care providers have effective 
communication skills. At the same time, we cannot deny the important roles of English as a global communication 
tool in science and communication. It is a requirement that all applicants to UKM medical faculty should get at least 
a band 3 in Malaysian University English Test (MUET). Elma Avdi et al, (2008) suggested that insufficient 
language proficiency could be related to poor medical communication skills under exam conditions.  
The aims of this study are to determine the possibility of using peer teaching in improving communication skill 
among undergraduate medical students at Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM) and to identify relationship 
between English proficiency as reflected by MUET and level of communication skill among second year medical 
students. 
2. Materials and method 
2.1  Baseline data 
This is a longitudinal study involving second year medical students. The baseline data were taken from students 
performance during PBL sessions when they were in year one. Students performance during PBL were evaluated 
based on punctuality, communication skill, knowledge, critical thinking and ability to perform task. This study 
focused on communication skills as the parameter to determine the effectiveness of the peer teaching.  The baseline 
data of communication skills were obtained from PBL evaluation of all subjects when they were in Year 1, 
2009/2010 session. The baseline data on English proficiency was obtained from MUET result when students enter 
medical school. 
2.2 Selection of subjects 
The target population was UKM second year medical students for 2010/2011 session regardless of gender and 
race and selected based on communication skill marks that were below average (3.0 and below). All 70 Year 2 
students who scored communication skill less than mean for communication skill were included in this study. After 
briefing by researchers on the objectives of the study, 52 students agreed to join the peer teaching project which 
aims to improve their communication skills. Half of these students were subjected to peer teaching while the other 
half serve as a control group. All second year medical students whose marks on communication skill during Year 1 
below average (3.0 and below). Students who fulfill the above criteria that agreed to participate in this research. 
Second year medical students whose marks on communication skill more than average (above 3.0). All facilitators 
were fourth year medical students who volunteered to be facilitators including the researchers, which later will be 
referred as student facilitator (SF). All student facilitators attended a one-day training session on skill in facilitation 
organized by the Department of Medical Education UKM before they conduct the PBL session. 
Group 1 consisting of 35 students was divided into 5 small groups of 7 students each. These students had extra 
PBL sessions facilitated by year 4 students which was carried out between July 2010 to February 2011.  The PBL 
was conducted in English just like their usual PBL and each session took about two hours. The selection of the 
modules for this intervention was done randomly according to the availability of free time in Year 2 time table. The 
modules were respiratory module in semester 1 (Mom, I can’t breathe), endocrine modules (Moon Face) and 
neuroscience module (Pizza Hurt) in semester 2. Materials used for each session were PBL packages from the 
respective modules. 
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2.3 Assessment 
At the end of each PBL session, students were evaluated in terms of punctuality, knowledge, critical thinking, 
communication skills and team skills. This study focuses on students’ communication skills. The results were 
compared between group 1, group 2 and the whole class. 
2.4 Data analysis 
The data was analyzed using Statistical Package Social Sciences (SPSS) version 16.0. The demographic data of 
gender indicated as female and male was documented in table and pie chart. Spearman Correlation test was used to 
determine the association between subjects’ MUET results and their communication skills, pre intervention data of 
subjects, control and the whole class. The result will then be compared to the control group and to the whole class. 
3. Results 
There are 202 students enrolled in second year, 79 were male and 123 were female students. Seventy of these 
students who scored communication skills less than 3 were offered peer teaching. A total of 52 students agreed to be 
enrolled into this project where they were then randomly divided into group 1 and group 2. It was noted that the 
students seemed comfortable to speak out their idea during the PBL session conducted as peer teaching. Besides, the 
senior students who were involved in this project benefited from this session to recall their preclinical knowledge 
and relate them with their experiences in clinical setting and were delighted to share them with the juniors. 
Table 1. Demographic data of second year medical students 
 Male students Female students Total 
Whole class 79 (39%) 123 (61%) 202 
Group 1 (peer teaching) 12  14  26 
Group 2 (control) 8  18  26 
3.1 MUET results 
From Table 2, 81.6% out of 202 students achieved Band 4 while, 17.9% students achieved band 3 and only 0.5% 
achieved band 5. Spearman Rho correlation test showed that there was no significant correlation between 
communication skill and MUET result (p=0.128). 
Table 2. The distribution of Malaysian University English Test (MUET) at entrance to year 1 session 2009/2010 
MUET Band Students (%) 
1
2
3
0
0
17.9 
4 81.6 
5 0.5 
6 0 
                                                                    *Band 1 is the lowest and band 6 is the best. 
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3.2. Communication skills
The peer teaching was conducted in 3 modules namely the respiratory, neuroscience, and reproductive modules. 
The communication skills marks of are subjects, the control and the whole class were tabulated in Table 3. In 
respiratory module, the results showed 66% of the students in group 1 scored 3 in their communication skill and 
11.2% scored 4. This result is significantly better than control group but was not significantly different from the 
whole class. Similar observations were seen in the neuroscience module.  In the reproductive module, the overall 
communication skill results were better than  that of respiratory and neuroscience modules. Students who scored 4 in 
their communication skill were 17 %, 22.8% and 21%   for group with peer teaching, the control group and the 
whole class respectively. 
Table 3. Result of communication skills for Respiratory, Neuroscience and Reproductive modules. Results are shown in percentage who scored 
Respiratory Neuroscience Reproductive 
Score 
Intervention 
Subject
(%)
Control
(%)
Whole Class 
(%)
Intervention 
Subject
(%)
Control
(%)
Whole
Class (%) 
Intervention 
Subject
(%)
Control
(%)
Whole
Class 
(%)
1 0.0 0 1.5 0 0 0 2.9 0 1.5 
2 22.8 45.7 34.5 5.7 37.1 9 5.7 8.6 7.5 
3 66.0 54.3 54.5 82.9 60 75 74.3 68.6 70 
4 11.2 0 9.5 11.4 2.9 16 17.1 22.8 21 
Tot
al 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
4. Discussion 
Learning in medical school is known to be very stressful, not only due to the nature of the subjects, the amount 
that the students are expected to study, more so when they were humiliated by their teachers (Lempp & Seale, 
2004). Peer teaching is one way to promote students learning in a comfortable and non threatening environment. 
Student teachers generally receive good remarks by the participants especially for being good in giving feedback 
and understanding the learning difficulties of their peers (Josephson & Whelan 2002; Kassab et al. 2005). It is a 
win-win situation for both the subjects as well as the student facilitators who provided the peer teaching. Preparing 
for the PBL session indirectly motivated them to revise their basic science subjects and share their clinical 
experience with the juniors. Numerous previous studies confirmed that one of the most relevant positive outcomes 
of the peer teaching process is the improved learning of the peer teachers themselves (Wong et al. 2007; Peets et al. 
2009).Besides, involvement of senior students as PBL facilitators provide a great opportunity to develop teaching 
skills, which is stated as one of the skills that Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia Medical graduates should have upon 
graduation.   
English is a second language in Malaysia, however, all teaching-learning in medical schools are conducted in 
English. Therefore, proficiency in English undoubtedly may affect students’ performance (Chur-Hansen et al 1997). 
In this study, we showed that there was no significant association between English proficiency and communication 
skills. This is probably due to the minimum requirement to enter medical school at UKM Medical School is MUET 
band 3 which is sufficient for students to communicate in English. In addition this phenomenon could be due to the 
distribution of MUET score which was rather narrow where majority of the students obtained band 4 (81.6%), 
17.6% band 3, only 0.5% obtained band 5, none at band six. 
The results of this study showed that communication skills scores as evaluated by the respective facilitators 
showed that students undergoing peer teaching scored higher than their counterparts, ie the control groups in 
respiratory and neuroscience modules. This is further indicated by having 11.2 % of the students in group 1 scored 4 
on communication skills while none of the students in control scored 4. Generally eventhough the students in group 
1 started with a low level of communication skills, the peer teaching managed to improve their communication skills 
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to be comparable to the whole class performance. This positive finding is possibly thus to the emotional support and 
reassurance provided by the seniors who allows the students to ask questions and express their uncertainty 
(Christianson and Bell, 2010). Hence, students felt more confident when communicating with student facilitators. In 
addition, the group size of seven per group allowed all students to participate calmly and prepare them for the real 
PBL with bigger group size of  10-11 students per group.  
 In contrary these findings were not seen in reproductive module. Students performance in term of 
communication skills in group 1 and group 2 were not significantly different. In the reproductive module the PBL 
package used was the endocrine case instead of case related to reproduction. This was due to logistic problem faced 
by both the senior and the 2nd year students in finding suitable time to conduct peer teaching. 
5. Conclusion 
We conclude that with proper planning and training, peer teaching is possible and could be an effective way of 
improving communication skills among undergraduate medical students. English proficiency above the minimum 
requirement   did not affect one’s ability to communicate. 
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